CHAPTER  XI
The Northern Sea Route
NORTHERN Siberia and the remote northern lands of European
Russia remained for long the domain of traders, hunters, and
trappers, and the place of exile for those who incurred the
disfavour of the Imperial Government. The recent economic
development of these remote regions has been made possible
largely by the opening of the shipping route through the
Arctic Ocean, and the utilization of the great rivers which
flow into it.
The development of the Yakut Republic is also bound up
with the establishment of road and rail transport towards
the south. The difficulties which prevent ocean steamships
proceeding up the Lena from the delta have already been
described, and this may account for the attention which has
been paid to the construction of roads and railways to link
Southern Yakutia with the Amur valley and the Trans-
Siberian Railway. It may prove to be more economical to
exploit the natural resources of this region by joining it
economically with Southern Siberia. In a similar way the
future of the upper Lena near the western shores of Lake
Baikal is bound up with that of the Irkutsk region. Apart
from these areas, however, vast tracts of Northern Siberia
now look to the Arctic Ocean as their commercial outlet.
As far back as 1527 an English merchant implored Henry
VIII to finance an expedition to the Arctic, to gain access
to " Tartaria3 the lands of the Chinas and Gathario Orientall,
to Malacca and all the Indies Orientall." In 1553 Chancellor
got as far as Archangel, and journeyed thence overland to
Moscow to open negotiations for trade with England. The
North-east Passage remained a dream. In 1626 the Cossacks
reached Krasnoyarsk, and this place, together with Yennes-
eisk, became a fortified trading-post. But the exploitation
of these remote lands was impossible owing to the distance
which separated them from the populated regions of the west.